Oral Interview of Lou Chamberlain by Andrea Hawks and Sharon Jackie for the Feminist Oral History Project (Part #2) by Hawks, Andrea & Jackie, Sharon
The University of Maine 
DigitalCommons@UMaine 
Interviews (audio recordings and transcripts) Maine Women's History 
8-20-1993 
Oral Interview of Lou Chamberlain by Andrea Hawks and Sharon 
Jackie for the Feminist Oral History Project (Part #2) 
Andrea Hawks 
Sharon Jackie 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/maine_women_audio 
 Part of the Feminist, Gender, and Sexuality Studies Commons, Oral History Commons, and the 
Women's History Commons 
This Book is brought to you for free and open access by DigitalCommons@UMaine. It has been accepted for 
inclusion in Interviews (audio recordings and transcripts) by an authorized administrator of 
DigitalCommons@UMaine. For more information, please contact um.library.technical.services@maine.edu. 
University of Maine Raymond H. Fogler Library Special Collections Department 
Oral Interviews for the Feminist Oral History Project. 
 
Interviewer: Andrea Hawks (AH), Sharon Jackie (SJ) 
Interviewee: Lou Chamberlain (LC) 
Date: 08/20/1993 
 
Recording number:  





[Start of transcript] 
LC: You know in in that kind of a hard place or where there was some real disagreement or where we 
didn't know what to do. I think, we probably would have either chosen to not do anything, to wait 
until we had more pieces, or it felt clearer or whatever, or if there was a difference of opinion about 
something and I can't, I wish I could remember some of the specific issues, cause I know they were 
there. Would have been too... issues around the abused women would have been to go with K, 
because I think, I know I did and I think other group members probably trusted her clarity, because 
she was, you know Spruce Run was hers. She’s the one that put it together.  She's the one that had 
the conception and the drive you know to just this was going to happen. This is her life's work and it 
was going to happen. And also, the person that recognized the mistakes. You know, maybe 'cause 
she was older than a lot of us and had more experience and came from New Jersey. You know, New 
Jersey people were.... So, she had that kind of experience and she was like she's the one with the 
Portuguese lady who said we can't do this. You know, I mean this is this is not, there's something 
wrong here. And so we tended that thing to trust that instinct. I can remember one issue. We 
fundraised, some people, and his might be a little later one after we had a board, you know, some 
people really objected to doing bake sales and those kind of fundraisers like I described, because 
that's what women always did and that we shouldn't do that and. You know, but again it came down 
to, alright so you got another idea? How else are we going to get two hundred dollars. And they will 
say, well, alright we'll do a bake sale, but then we put a twist on it. We'd say, alright, let's make black 
Valentine's at least you know, Sue, so I remember Sue the person that worked with family planning, 
you know. She had a real problem with some of that kind of stuff. She was real ardent feminists and 
consciousness raising and all that, so she'd say we can't make Valentine's, and we will say, well, 
what else are we going to do? But those I remember those arguments about being politically 
correct, you know it's like is this... given our politics, is this what we should be doing? Given the fact 
that you know we are all trying to raise our consciousness and we consider ourselves feminist, you 
know how come we're stuffing the envelopes? 
 AH: But I see that practicality thing coming through again. 
 LC: Well, that's that was the answer because the envelopes had to be stuffed, if they don't get out, 
we're not going to have a meeting, you know if the proposal doesn't get out I mean, you had to do 
it, you know? So it is that that blend, but that doesn't mean that there wasn't a tension there either.  
AH: Talk to me a little bit about that tension. How did you relieve that? This obviously helped. These sort 
of Black Valentine's, and that sort of thing. 
LC: Yeah, I think with humor. I think you know one of the things is that we had a lot of fun, you know. I 
mean, you think about that now. You think God? I mean these people typing minutes at midnight, 
right? Stuffing envelopes and laying out in the middle of the night. We had a lot of fun, you know 
and with nothing. You know, I mean, it would get to be midnight and we hadn't had any supper and 
it was a question of alright, who's got any money to get a pizza or one sub so that we can at least 
have something to eat together through the rest of the night. And everybody put stuff on the table, 
you know, and then whoever had the money we get the thing and I don't remember being any 
problems around that, you know. It's always me that doesn't or any 'cause we were all equally poor. 
Yeah so and I can remember laughing in the middle, I mean, I'm thinking of the Land Trust now you 
know with the, doing the layout of that newspaper, I mean and that gets really mushed in with 
Spruce Run, because it’s the same people, you know the paper was put out of Bangor and I had 
become the editor or the layout manager and Sandy Lucas. Who was working on the Maine Free 
Womans Herald worked on the Maineland Advocate and Kay was involved. She was on the board of 
directors of the Land Trust. But also Involved with them in the same office, you know? So sometimes 
we lay out the Maineland Advocate and then we get that one to bed and go home and sleep for a 
couple of hours and come back and finish up the Free Womans Herald so that it could go to press, 
you know, till we finally figured out that we ought to have different press deadlines. You know, and I 
can remember just some real giggle sessions and laughing, and, you know, just having I think we've 
just really enjoyed each other. There was an easiness. 
AH: Whatever you were able to separate the stressful part of dealing with women who needed Spruce 
Run and the kind of comradeship that you were feeling for working together in a mission. 
 LC: And I think that that's part of what sustained us. No matter how bad it got. And plus some of the 
people involved were some really funny people. K has a terrific sense of humor. And Sue Nichols and 
Sue Pace was, you know they were funny people, you know, and they look at something. They 
looked at a total disaster, you know. And they take off on whatever about it, and you know, and 
they will have us all with stitches and sometimes you couldn't tell if you were crying of if you were 
laughing or 'cause you were desperate, you know it was just. You know, but it wasn't released. I 
mean, it was and it made things easier when you when you hit a hard place in a meeting and you 
know you were at loggerheads and you didn't know where to go and somebody would make a funny 
or, you know, relate it back to some other issue, and then we'd all have a good laugh, and then it 
just made it easier to go on. 
 AH: So, humor must be an important part of consensus? 
 LC: Probably, and you know, I think that with the Land Trust Board of Directors, they just took 
themselves too seriously. You know now that you say that. I mean those guys were serious. And 
they would have done better to have a little more easiness about themselves and you know, like 
they were doing and stuff like that, and even their humor was real intellectual. It wasn't like that 
sort of right from the gut, you know. Sort of growth sometimes, and you know real humor you or 
you know, yeah, so and I think that that's what that group that worked with Spruce Run and then 
the group that worked on. I should say the group that worked at Central St, which was a blend of 
Spruce Run, the Women’s Center, the Land Trust. You know that group had a... and maybe that 
humor came from being up against the wall so many times you know? I mean, it's pretty bad when... 
and you don't have any money you don't know where you're going to get, you know, get rent on the 
apartment or the house we got rent on the office where all of this is housed and you don't know 
where you're going to put it and you know, I mean after a while I just have laugh.  
 AH: Lou, how and why did Spruce Run end for you? What sort of were the circumstances there? And 
maybe there weren’t any? 
 LC: Well yeah, I mean they were. It wasn't just a drifting away, it was a real conscious choice and there 
was a lot of different factors. One of them is that we had the domestic violence thing in Maine, the 
Family Crisis coalition was forming statewide and we had gone to the legislature and there was 
funding coming down the pipe and we had gotten to see the worker. So we had a real staff person 
instead of just me, which meant that I could pull back from some of that. I was pregnant, in ‘78 and 
Al and I were looking for we had been living in Bangor and he was contemplating a legislative 
campaign so we were getting involved in that, and then I found out I was pregnant and then we 
ended up moving to a farm and so I saw it as a real different phase of my life. You know that my goal 
when I moved to the farm, we bought it cooperatively with another couple and so I really needed to 
focus in on that and to, you know, concentrate on farming and on raising my child and so I pulled 
out of it. There was also some, it was really difficult for me. I mean there was some issues. There 
was some tensions around, I think me as a staff person. Because at that point Kay had laughed and 
Spruce Run in some ways became my baby, you know, and I was still really young. You know today I 
would probably handle it differently, but I felt very responsible. And at the same time it was hard for 
me to let go of things and to and to give it to other people. You know, without maintaining 
involvement. And yet I was having, I needed to do that. I did do that. You know other people took 
over, and partly because I was very young and I didn't have a lot of experience in the political arena, 
and that's where things were moving into. And that's not my area of strength, you know? So it was 
right that I need to leave.  I needed to leave and leave them and have other people who could do 
that who had those skills who had the connections move at the next step you know. And I guess I 
saw myself more as the entrepreneurial person that you know works and gets it going, and then 
once it was going then it didn't need me anymore. It had a staff person it had funding. Had a good 
board of directors who had the connections who were accepted members of the community. Who 
could you know? I couldn't do that. So I recognized that, but it was too, but I didn't know how to 
make the transition, you know. And so the only way for me for me to make that transition was to 
leave, you know, to just leave. And that's what I did. You know, I'd like to think that today I would be 
able to do that better, you know that there would have been a role for me. I mean, I could have 
stayed involved on the board of directors or whatever, but I didn't know how to do that. That was a 
factor and then, and you know, that was one factor and then being pregnant and the whole thing 
that does to your head was like, you know, moving to the farm and wanting to be doing that. So all 
of those things kind of came together and I left the Land Trust at the same time too. 
AH: So, as you say, that was a phase of your life? And then moved on to the next one. Sharon, do you 
have some questions? 
SJ: Yes I do. I have a few, I've heard so much about this Hammond St House is it, does it still stand? 
LC: Oh yeah, It’s Queen City real estate. 
SJ: Queen City Real estate is in it now, is that right?  
LC: I think  
SJ: I was wondering about the address. Would be fun to have it. 
LC: 418 Hamond Street, 417 and 418, I think. This is 20 years ago. I’d show you the house. It's a big Gray 
house on Hammond St, right by 7th St if you're coming from the Turnpike and you go past 7th St in 
that next block. There's this big huge duplex with 2 doors. And I think Queen City still is there. And 
Bud Mullins. I probably shouldn’t say that, he was a real jerk. 
SJ: You have mentioned the women center that was there, and I've also heard about a women center 
here at the university. Can you tell us a little bit about the one on Hammond Street? Is that an 
organization? 
LC: I'm not sure. And I'm not sure what year was the Women's Center at the university started? 
SJ: I don't know, then Ann Monko was one of it’s very first directors, was she, did you know her already 
in there? 
 LC: Yeah, that's right, she was involved. I'm not sure which came first, or you know, or whether the 
university women center might have been born out of that Hammond Street, 'cause Judy Moody 
was involved at the university and she was part of those consciousness raising. She's very active in 
the women’s center. So there was a flow there back and forth. So, and I don't know what came first 
or what the central one was or whatever. 
SJ: What did the one on Hammond Street do? What sorts of programs or activities, did they run CR 
group? 
 LC: Oh yeah, two or three or four different consciousness raising groups that, again, that's where the 
Maine Freewomen’s Herald was born, a newspaper, we had a newsletter for a while. Those are the 
only things I can remember because I wasn't that involved in the running of the Womens Center. I 
was involved in the consciousness raising groups and after the Women Center faulted, the 
consciousness raising groups continued and actually one of the first ones that I was involved in 
involved people who were Spruce Run people. It was Sue Pace, Judy Moody, and myself and two or 
three others that I forget now. So there's some real you know again overlap here. Oh, Diane Fish 
and Diane Shear had been on the board and they were involved with some consciousness raising 
training programs. Not the one I was in.  
SJ: I have been keeping note of the names of other women you mentioned who were active in one way 
or another at the time, and some of them are names that people we have met in the interview and 
others are names I haven’t heard of, you had one new one for me today, it was Alice Smith.  
 LC: Oh, Al Smith. Al is a guy. 
SJ: Ok.  
LC: Al is my husband.  
SJ: Ok, I thought, Gee, this is a new founding mother. 
LC:  Founding father. 
SJ: I had just a couple of questions about dissent or conflict within Spruce Run. You mentioned that 
some people didn't like the way that fundraising occurred because it was associated with women’s 
tasks like baking. And Susan Don Nicholson we interviewed earlier in the week talked about some 
certain conflict about applications to the United Way at a later point, right? Should we become that 
respectable? Should we accept the strings attached to this money? Were there similar kinds of 
conflicts about approaching churches or about approaching wealthy potential patrons? Or, you 
know, the source of the money. That's what I'm trying to think about. 
 LC: You are right, and there was some conflict around working with the welfare department. Because 
we were all pretty negative about the welfare department and what it did and how it didn't even 
meet its needs and the concern was the strings attached that we wouldn't be able to do what we 
wanted to do in the way that we wanted to do it, if we got connected with those people I don't 
remember. I think with wealthy people you know one wasn't much of an issue, 'cause we didn't 
know a lot of wealthy people, but we talked about it. You know, we talked about it and I don't 
remember but, my gut would say I'm sure that there was conflicted on that 'cause it would be the 
same kind of issue you know, should we do this? Is this politically, what we should be doing and just 
how does this? How can you reconcile that with your principles or where you come from? 
SJ: That you are a sell-out? 
LC: That’s a good one. 
AH: Did you hear that a lot? 
 LC: It was an ongoing debate.  
 SJ: I think that debate about how respectable we get and how much we get Co-opted is a good word 
from the 70s. Still goes on. I think another debate that seems to me to have gone on for 20 years 
there. Is, how much do we invest of our resources in the provision of service? And how much do we 
invest in changing social institutions? And is this the right mix? 
 LC: Or is this the question? Is this really the question problem? I agree with you, I think that’s still an 
issue.  
SJ: Just, this is my last question. Do you remember when you were involved with Spruce Run, domestic 
violence with such an unacknowledged issue. Do you remember decisions made or attempts made 
to reach institutions with that message to reach churches or the press or schools? 
 LC: I think schools came later. But yeah, I mean that's what we were about. And certainly trying to deal 
with the Welfare Department, both the local and the state. And educating them about the issues in 
the police. Spending a lot of time talking about and trying to work with the police, and the press. But 
we didn't have, the press wasn't very responsive, and I think that that's why such a heavy emphasis 
on our own press on the newsletter was really critical and in flyers we used to do a lot of flyers and 
put them up, you know in different places 'cause we had no access to the to the Bangor Daily News. 
You know to the real press. What other institutions? The University... my guess, I am trying to say 
things like I vaguely remember something about China with... oh corporate extension. We had 
submitted a proposal, Susan mentioned that submitting a proposal to Coop extension and trying to 
draw in the university’s resources to try to get them involved and get them talking about it and 
things like that.  
SJ: Did that work? 
LC: I don't think it did. Not in the beginning. I mean it took a long time. Talking to... and then politicians 
and the legislative thing you know that started right in the beginning and that was one of the pieces 
of the original conception, right? I mean, you'd have to look at the minutes in the historical record to 
see how long it took, but my guess would be, it took quite a while. From 1972 to 1973, until ‘75, ‘76, 
‘77? Same thing with the divorce Maine law. You know that thing was two years in the birthing you 
know, and then you still couldn't get the courts to recognize it. Then it was another period of time to 
work with people one on one, one courtroom at a time. One judge at a time, you know I can 
remember in Bangor we used to tell women go in and find out when your schedule and if its pilot 
get it changed. Because pilot just refused to give them. Judge Clark was better. So we'd say go in on 
the day of and or the day before or whatever. When you get on the docket. If it's pilot, get it 
changed and that's how we did it. You know one by one by one. And it took a long time. Ut it was 
successful. I mean, you know the people that were involved in the statewide coalition, I mean, it's 
unbelievable that we were able to get state funding, and now there's no question, you know. That's 
not that long later, you know ten years, twelve years.  
SJ: Can you remember any public figures who first championed the cause? Who first gave you some 
good widespread clout? Gave the issue some credibility, meaby a legislator or a business person, 
somebody in the legal? 
LC: Well legal, Rush Christensen worked with us on the divorce stuff. But he wasn't exactly an accepted 
member of the legal entity. Oh, you know who was to in Bangor, Paul Zendian. Paul worked with us, 
and he was good. There were a few people like that, that you could send people to.  He had helped 
us deal with the Bangor Welfare Department. I can’t remember but, that kind of strikes a bell that 
Paul somehow would have intervened somehow. . 
 SJ: Can you spell his last name for me? 
 LC: Zendian. Jim Henderson a little bit later on. There were some people on the Bangor City Council. 
And one of them was Jim Henderson, who was supportive. Which he should have been because, you 
know, we all ended up working on this congressional campaign. You know and that was in ‘78 he ran 
for Congress. But before that he, I think he was a Bangor legislator. And you know who would know 
that? There were several other people on the Bangor City Council. There was a couple of real bad 
guys, but there was one or two people that were supportive and I don't remember their names, but 
I know who would and that's Al. Because Al was very involved in the political end. We weren't so 
much involved at that side of things and we kind of got our information from the guys on Franklin 
Street. You know the tenant's union and United low income. And I will ask him, 'cause I'm sure once 
he says the names, I'll go oh yeah. 
 AH: Well aside from the obvious need for Spruce Run? What kinds... How do you see what things about 
Spruce Run has allowed it to survive for 20 years? Sort of the way, tell me if I'm wrong, but this is my 
sense from you is that people that are, that have been involved for 20 years sort of had the attitude 
that you had that, It needs to go in another direction that needs to adapt to a new way of handling 
the situation. I'll step back and that a new group of people do that. Would that be fair to say that 
that's a good part of it? 
 LC: Oh, I would think so. And I would think that that's critical. Because each bunch of us, each group of 
us took it to where we could. And then either we had to grow real fast, or some other group of 
people had to come and take it the next step, or in a different direction. The different phases of 
organizations lives, you know. And different things are important at different times and, so I think 
that would have been critical, you know. And at the time, for example, that I left, you know, when I 
left actually in that year, No K had left before that, 'cause she had to go back to New Jersey. But all 
of the early founders left. I mean there weren't there anymore. Susan Nichols is the one that's gone 
through the whole thing. You know, she's just kind of hung in there, but in terms of the people that 
were really, the ones you know moving it forward or doing the nitty gritty. They all left and these 
new people came on and we could not have done what they did. We weren't an accepted part of 
Bangor society. You know we couldn't call up a legislator and talk to them that way. We couldn't, 
you know do those kinds of things. We just weren't there and we were poor and we were activists 
and whatever reason, maybe it was just the mindset. Maybe we could have, it's just that we didn't 
have access. You know in that way, but other people came in who did, you know? And they were 
able to move it on. It just, it became more accepted, more mainstream. So that's a factor. I would 
also say the funding, I would think that knowing the history of some other organizations. Having a 
solid base of funding is critical in terms of whether an organization survives, and if Spruce Run had 
to continue from year to year or six months to six months dependent on grants you, I mean, at some 
point you know there would have been no money, and but I think legislative funding. You know, 
gives you a base at least lets you know that you would be there. There will be a phone and one 
person and as long as you've got that, you could always rebuild you know. But and I think that that 
makes a big difference. So I think legislative funding, probably was critical to its continuation. Hoping 
the vision of the people too, you know the different people that got involved at different times and 
there's some good people involved in Spruce Run, you know, and I don't know where that came 
from. I don't know, you know, how di that happen? Because other organizations you know get taken 
over or they get taken in a completely different direction and as near as I can tell, the philosophy 
that we struggle with and that we evolved to and even some of the you know the values clarification 
stuff that we did and whatever is still used and people still think and feel and talk that way, and 
that's unusual. 
SJ: I don't think that there was a lot of resistance to United Way pressure to become more recognizably 
like every other nonprofit. I think it's kept awareness of the unique qualities. That kept the 
organization very much alive. Why don't you have an executive director? Why don't you have men 
on your board? And things like that. 
 LC: I'm involved with the Women's Business Development Corporation and we get asked those same 
types of questions. 
 SJ: Still a lot of educating people. Did we failed to ask you a question you'd like to respond to? 
 LC: I was going to say, we talked about conflict. You know there's different types of conflict there... it 
wasn’t a conflict issue that I wanted to raise in it... But there are different kinds of conflict, you 
know, and when I talk about like how people get along and stuff and I talked about how there was 
an ease between us and we had fun and stuff like that, but at the same time it wasn’t like euphoria, 
or wasn’t you know all peaches and creams, and I can even remember, we use to drive each other 
crazy, I remember, you know getting K to make a decision, everybody used to just throw up their 
hands, you know and say. K, just do it. Just do it K, you know. She would get in this muddle you 
know and she just turn around and round and round and that was her pattern. Each of us had our 
patterns. You know that used to drive all the other people crazy. But somehow we just lived with 
that. You know, you knew that that's how that person was, and you knew that on any given issue. 
You know K was going to be in a muddle and so you just, I mean, that's just the way it was, you 
know, and you just kind of waited around and or you'd say, K, I know you're in a real muddle, but 
this isn't going to wait. And she said, OK, you know, we just do that, but it wasn't comfortable to her 
to do that 'cause you know, she was processing a lot of different things. And sometimes some other 
of us would have to set the line you know. Or I can remember Sandy,  Sandy is a really pricky kind of 
person in some ways, you know and she would just get all whatever about somebody not coming 
through with an article or somebody not doing what they were supposed to do, she would get all 
out of shape about it, you know that's how Sandy was. We just kind of lived with it and then it was, 
we still got the work done, so there were those kind of anytime you work and live with people. I 
mean, we were all so enmeshed together. 
SJ: I was going to say, it sounds more like family relations. 
LC: Maybe, but that happened with the more senior board you know when we had a real board and we 
had outsiders on that board. I can remember some of that. Allowance kind of stuff, and people with 
personalities. 
SJ: That's still active. 
LC: Yeah, that's good. That's good. 
 AH: It sounds like the grounding that you got from Spruce Run, is definitely part of your life today and 
the work that you do. 
 LC: Yeah, through Spruce Run and through that early work with all different organizations, and I mean 
it's really ironic that you know in ‘78 when I left the land trust, I left my work with Spruce Run, I 
really focused in on totally, I started a business, you know I was a farmer and then I ended up going 
back to school and there was about 10 years there where I wasn't involved in anything. The only 
thing I was involved with was trying to survive. And my whole impetus for going to the university 
going back in my 30s and getting my degree was that I was a single parent. And I was living right on 
the edge and I wanted to know that I would be able to take care of myself and my children by myself 
if I needed to do that. At more than an subsistence level and I figured the only way that I was going 
to do that is if I got an education 'cause nobody can take that away. And so I went back to school 
and then, but the whole impetus for me for doing that was to get a good paying job, right? And to, 
and I never, I was going to work in agriculture. I mean that was my love, you know. And then and 
then the minute I graduated; you know here I am, I'm the executive director of the Women's 
Business Development Corporation and my present husband can't believe it, sometimes he looks at 
me, you know he says, you got to be crazy. I thought you weren't going to do this anymore, you 
know and I'm still involved with organizations you know, work with displaced homemakers. I work 
you know, and with DBEC its very similar 'cause I was the first staff person and when they hired me 
they gave me 2 boxes and they said alright go to work, you know. No bookkeeping system, no office, 
no phone, I mean no nothing. 
 AH: And you said I'm home. 
 LC: Oh, I know how to do this. So I yeah, I chuckle at myself because it's like I've come full circle. You 
know I did. There was that phase, you know where I was completely uninvolved in organizations, 
and that was a good part too 'cause I did some other things, you know. And the business experience, 
I think has served me well and helped me get in touch and that's when I realized that that's the kind 
of person I am,  I'm an entrepreneurial person that’s the current phraseology. But I've always been 
that way. I just didn't know what that was and now I carry that into in a more conscious way into my 
organizational work. 
 AH: Thank you.  
LC: You're welcome. 
SJ: Yes, thanks, you do know that we're going to send you a transcript of this for your comments and we 
would then like to have a second interview. Kind of a follow up. So if you think of things, there will 
be another chance.  
 LC: Yeah, well, I'll see if I still have my journal, 'cause I think you know that would be probably more of 
the dark side of what was going on. That's where I'm forwarded out, you know, and I look for my old 
minutes and things like that and hope I still have them. 
[End of transcript] 
 
